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Fallout from the explosive testimony of former secret police agent Josue Zuniga continued through
mid-February. The affair has snowballed into a challenge against the vast institutional autonomy
enjoyed by the Honduran military. It has also placed the issue of military impunity squarely
under the public spotlight (for previous coverage of Zuniga's declarations see CAU, 02/19/93).
Zuniga under the protection of Human Rights Ombudsman Leo Valladares since he testified to
a civilian judge earlier in the month vows to remain in the country to testify in the courts against
military officers accused of human rights abuses, murder, and drug trafficking. As additional details
of Zuniga's testimony continue to surface in the media, the circle of individuals and branches
of the military involved has widened. Zuniga, a former agent from the secret police (Direccion
Nacional de Investigaciones, DNI), initially focused most of his charges against the DNI itself.
The DNI, controlled by the armed forces, carries out routine criminal detective work, surveillance
activities, and intelligence operations. On Feb. 22, local newspapers published detailed accounts
of Zuniga's testimony. Following are some new elements revealed: * Zuniga declared that the
clandestine military intelligence unit known as the 3-16 Battalion remains active. He blamed its
members for some recent crimes and abuses in northern Honduras. Human rights groups accuse
the 3-16 Battalion which the military claims was permanently disbanded in 1989 of some 300
politically-motivated killings and about 150 disappearances during the 1980s. Since 1989, human
rights activists claimed the unit commonly known as the official "death squad" in Honduras was
never actually dissolved. Zuniga's testimony adds new credence to such assertions. * Although
no details were revealed, Zuniga also attributed various crimes to members of the army's 105th
infantry brigade, based in San Pedro Sula. * Zuniga said military officers placed within the police
which is under army control are involved in drug trafficking. According to Zuniga, in some cases
they use subordinates as intermediaries for drug-related crimes, and in other cases they extort
payments from business enterprises linked to the narco cartels. * Zuniga said investigations into
criminal activities that involved senior military officers and wealthy Hondurans were deliberately
torpedoed by DNI agents, who destroyed files to cover up the crimes. * Zuniga accused the DNI's
anti-narcotics chief for San Pedro Sula, Capt. Luis Mendieta, of ordering the assassination of two
DNI agents in March 1992. * According to Zuniga, Maj. Victor Bueso, DNI chief for San Pedro Sula,
bears ultimate responsibility for an array of criminal activities which have occurred under his
command. According to Leo Valladares, it is now up to the courts to investigate Zuniga's charges
and to prosecute those cases where sufficient evidence exists. Supreme Court president Orlando
Lozano Martinez as well argues that military personnel named by Zuniga should be brought to trial.
Such statements by Valladares and Lozano Martinez foreshadow a major battle over jurisdiction.
The military has always insisted that, under the constitution and prevailing laws regarding the
armed forces' institutional autonomy, military personnel can only be tried in military courts
even in those cases where the crimes were committed against civilians. The only case in which
military court jurisdiction has been challenged is the legal proceedings against the two officers
accused of the July 1991 rape and murder of Riccy Mabel Martinez (see CAU, 05/01/92.) But that
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case has been bogged down in the courts for months. Another element which could impede the
prosecution of individuals implicated by Zuniga is the absence of an independent detective bureau.
Currently, all official investigations and intelligence agencies are run by the military. As a result,
the Zuniga case has reinvigorated demands to form a civilian controlled, technical judicial police
force. Several key figures in the government and in Congress are now publicly supporting the
formation of such a bureau. Meanwhile, pressures to disband the DNI are mushrooming. Jaime
Aguilar Smith, a deputy in the National Congress from the opposition Liberal Party, appealed to
the legislature to approve decrees that would dissolve the DNI. "In the past there have been many
accusations," declared Aguilar Smith. "But there has never been such clear testimony regarding
DNI personnel implicated in criminal activities." Demands for the DNI's dissolution have also
come from leaders of the country's main trade union and campesino confederations. Apparently,
the pressures have had some effect. In its Feb. 24 edition, daily newspaper El Heraldo reported
that armed forces chief Gen. Luis Alonso Discua is working on a plan to transfer leadership of
the DNI to civilians. Repercussions within the military from Zuniga's testimony have also begun
to surface. In a communique published in local newspapers on Feb. 22, a previously unknown
group calling itself the Organization of Junior Officers (Frente de Oficiales Subalternos, FRENOS)
demanded a thorough investigation into Zuniga's charges against members of the police and
military: "Although we don't endorse the accusations made by human rights groups, we feel that the
[recent] denunciations must be investigated by a credible commission comprised of individuals who
have no relationship whatsoever with those implicated." Meanwhile, following a prolonged silence
regarding the entire affair, on Feb. 24 President Rafael Callejas asserted that military personnel
implicated in the recent denunciations including Maj. Bueso and Capt. Mendieta will indeed be
subject to investigations in the civilian courts. Callejas said the flood of demands to curb military
abuses are "justified." (Sources: Inter Press Service, 02/15/93; Agence France-Presse, Agencia
Centroamericana de Noticias- Spanish news service EFE, 02/22/93, 02/23/93; Agence France- Presse,
02/23/93, 02/24/93; Notimex, 02/24/93, 02/25/93)
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